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Preface 


Tangle is the perfect title for this debut collection of 
poems from Rochelle Ward: both a noun and a verb, 
this single word encapsulates much of Ward’s poetic 
project. As a verb, it means the willful act of drawing 
things together in ways that might be seen as messy or 
unruly, and it also means to fight, to mix it up, to tussle, 
and Ward engages in both of those actions here. She 
draws together things that might not want to be drawn 
together; she tangles history, place, memory and a deeply 
sensual vision of human experience. 

Rochelle Ward, who also writes under the name 
Faizah Tabasamu, shows us how these ideas of history, 
place and personal experience rub up against each 
other and get stuck together in ways that are not easy 
to unravel. More importantly, Ward is not afraid to 
tangle with these ideas: to take them on, to flip them 
over on their backs, and to rough them up a bit with her 
muscular language and her fearless and unsentimental 
poet’s gaze. She presents us with a tangle in which a 
Black woman's hair is as political as national boundaries; 
a tangle in which memories of a grandmother’s house 
are as telling as histories of the men who conquered and 
enslaved; a tangle in which the smell of salt and sulphur 
bind people more tightly and surely than national flags 
or international alliances. 


‘These poems manage to be both public documents of 
a place and its history and a private record of a woman 
finding her voice and sense of self. Ward is an island 
poet, a poet most deeply shaped by her life on St. Martin 
in the Caribbean. She lives in the part of the island 
called Sint Maarten, an autonomous territory of the 
Netherlands, which is sixteen square miles in size and 
shares the northern part of the island with Saint-Martin, 
a Collectivity of France. She is a poet of this place, even 
describing her mother’s journey to the nearby island of 
Nevis with her in utero as a “kidnapping.” In her poem 
“Airborne,” what seems at first to be a fear of flying turns 
out to be a fear of leaving her island: 


the plane uproots her from the soil, 
leaving her navel string behind (20). 


Keenly attached to her island landscape and its 
people, Ward understands how to appreciate and value 
the power of a small place known intimately, but she also 
knows how to place that small landscape firmly within 
the greater world and to link her island home to the 
long narrative of the African Diaspora and the colonial 
projects that fueled it. Like Lasana Sekou, St. Martin’s 
most prolific and well-known poet, she is a public poet, 
a confident voice for a small nation, a siren for the 
concerns of an overlooked culture. Yet at the same time, 
she writes poems that are so deeply personal, specific and 
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idiosyncratic that we feel we know her already, that we 
could drop by and share a cup of coffee with her and talk 
for hours. She exemplifies, in these finely wrought poems, 
the idea that the personal is political. Written by a young 
woman from a nation carved out of a small island that is 
still managed by another small nation over 4,000 miles 
away, the poems speak for so many Caribbean people 
about the experience of living on land that is visited and 
used and controlled by people from elsewhere. Like the 
work of Drisana Deborah Jack, another St. Martin poet 
Ward admires, Tangle takes on the job of showing us 
how traumatic colonial histories live on in a culture and 
its people. This tangle of connections—of cultures, of 
nations, of the land, and of people—this tangle is what 
Ward both picks apart for us and allows us to see in all 
its knotted, twisted, interwoven glory. 

St. Martin is a land of salt—large ponds of it that 
were harvested for the spice trade, and Ward’s poems 
continually engage with salt in all its forms. Salt is a 
means of preservation and a source of flavor, and Ward’s 
mission here is to preserve her culture and its distinct 
flavor, the tastes of lived experiences on her island. Ward’s 
salt is in tears, in ocean water and breezes, in amniotic 
fluid, in a workingman’s skin and in her own. Salt is part 
of Ward’s identity. In “Saltpicker’s Fingers,” the narrator 
rejects an aunt’s observations that she has the “fingers 
of a pianist,” preferring to see her own fingernails as 


embedded with “sand and salt” (64). And in “Salt,” the 
body of a lover comes to life through the sense of taste: 


that’s what his neck tastes like. 

Hard work 

washed up 

on the banks of his overripe mango skin (54). 


In “Backwash,” she writes “The salt in my skin / and the 
salt in the sea— / The tug of war within / without me” 
(5). And, as any island woman can tell you, the sea, like 
history, is a great eraser of the small traces most people 


leave behind: 


The sand shifts to record my footprints 
but the sea reaches out and grabs them (5). 


Her themes here are in conversation with the Jamaican 
poet Ann-Margaret Lim, appreciating the island land- 
scape while always acknowledging its difficulties. Ward 
teaches us a lesson on scale in island terms: we learn to 
appreciate the strength of a small land mass tenaciously 
holding its place against the enormity of the sea that 
surrounds it and the courage of the individual act of 
poetic creation against the constant erasures of time and 
tide. 

This collection champions and empowers the under- 
dog: the enslaved person that escapes, the poor women 
who keep families fed, the island culture threatened by 
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rapid change and the poet (always the Cassandra) who 
tells hard truths that the world is unwilling to hear. 
In “Echo,” Ward writes, “My voice is blue and bruised 
/ from hitting the stones in your ears, / but I will try 
again. / I will try again like Malcolm, / Martin, Mandela, 
Marley, Malala./I will try again and again and again.” (50) 
Her list, mingling (tangling!) poets and political leaders, 
signals that Ward endorses Shelley’s audacious claim 
that “poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the 
world,” but she might change it to claim they are the 
“unacknowledged historians.” In her melancholy poem 
“The Hotel,” Ward notes “It is a fragmented history, / 
but ours nonetheless” (19). She wants to record the lives 
of small people whose experiences are most easily lost in 
larger historical narratives. 

In “Soualigua,” Ward artfully joins the bodies of 
Black women with the political history of her island. The 
word soualigua (also soualiga) is from the Arawak people . 
who inhabited the island in the pre-Columbian era and 
means “land of salt.” The poem begins, “Soualigua / is a 
woman with rock wall plaits in her hair / and white sand 
painted on her toes / i know her / i come from her belly” 
(11). Ward signals that the island’s culture and history is 
being lost: 
soualigua isn’t who she used to be 
she is slipping away from me 
most of her children don’t look back (11). 


But, in the final lines of the poem, Ward offers us insight 
into her own desire to write that cultural history before 
it is lost: 


soualigua has remembered me 
iam one of her daughters 
and the fire in my tongue 

will speak for her (12). 


Ward is, in Tangle, a careful listener, a collector of 
stories—her own and her island’s—and she is singing 
those stories to the world. 


Jane Collins 
Professor of Literature and Creative Writing 
Pace University, Pleasantville, New York 
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Spitfire 


Spitfire 


She crawled into 
my mother’s womb 


and bit 


my tongue. 


This Ease 


There are caves in my back 
and the echoes are a tongue 
that licks away at my lungs 
but I am not lost 

I reach back 

and hum 

and thump 

and shake my spine 

until my words rush forth: 
Get out! 


Backwash 


A wave ran to shore and bowed at my ankles. 
It hauled my spirit from me 

and sucked it into the sea— 

I pulled back. 

‘The salt in my skin 

and the salt in the sea— 

‘The tug of war within 


without me 
a walk along the beach. 
The sand shifts to record my footprints 


but the sea reaches out and grabs them. 


The Rain Spoke to Me 


it began in a drizzle whispering past stories 
from the hills this story came 

running beneath the shadows of trees 
plopping splashing beating on the muddy 
patches of soil and green 

pounding knocking beating beating beating 
pulsing 


the rain spoke to me 


in the darkness outside 
their twenty-six voices were muffled 
beneath the thumping of freed hearts 


and the burn of overworked lungs 


each slave ran north 

from diamond estate in cole bay 

chased by dogs, bullets and possibly rain 
pounding kicking knocking beating beating 


drumming speaking 


the tap-taps of barefoot men erupted on zinc 
rooftop 
a scampering shush and shhhhh of whispers 


sprinkled the windows 


the next morning, those tears on the banana 
leaves 
slid down the cheeks of those left behind and 


into a salt basin 


before sunrise 
his knees crashed into free soil 

her left foot had gotten caught in a barb wire so 
a drizzle of blood plopped plopped plopped 


and she crossed the border 


they ran away from the chains 


this story filled my ears 


and then it stopped. 


Chase 


For many, 

Hell reached up 

and gave their island 

a fiery washing. 

I remember 

some of its firstborns 

settling in my backyard, 

displaced but moving north always, 
escaping with mythical memories 
implanted, 

looking back often 

as if 

they'd stolen themselves, 

rich fertile soil. 

I didn’t smell the spoilt egg of smoke. 


IT remember 


a morning of fallen flakes, 
sprinkled ashes, 

covering my car 

like dried dew, 

the wind chasing the island’s firstborns 
with what they couldn't take. 
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Flamboyant 


In your season of pods 
with your seeds sealed 
you do not shield me 


from the sun. 


Soualigua 


is a woman with rock wall plaits in her hair 


and white sand painted on her toes 


i know her 

i come from her belly 

lived on her body 

smelt the yeasting of her pond 


her breast milk gone 


her lips are liquid red 

and her fingers cannot hold a pen 

they are brittle 

from picking sour diamonds from the water 
in her tub 


soualigua isn't who she used to be 
she is slipping away from me 
most of her children don't look back 


most wont see her dull expressionless eyes 
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once i begged her to tell me her story 
so she opened her mouth 
but there was a black pool of blood 


saturating the space where her tongue was 


soualigua has remembered me 
iam one of her daughters 
and the fire in my tongue 


will speak for her 


II 


Birthstrings 


The Kidnapping 


I left Sint Maarten in amniotic fluids, 
a growing fetus 

carried away by a brown-skinned, 
brown-eyed 

brown-haired 


Nevisian mother. 


My earth moved me in creation 
to the twin-island federation 

and washed the shores of her land 
with my salty arrival. 

I came quick, 

left my mother breathless 

and within months, 

my chest was stamped 


with independence. 


Sint Maarten nursed my childhood, 


clapped when I became a woman 
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and I claimed her as home, 
but this child born free 

is shaking her. 

We is small, 

but it is time 


we sustain ourselves. 


Nevis, 1983 


She fed me breast milk. 


That same year when my jaws could clench, 


she fed me independence. 
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Unhatched 


My grandmother’s house picked up its skirts 
and stepped across a narrow foot path, 

a crooked eyebrow on the map above 
Charlestown, 


too narrow for cars to pass. 


A rusting drum collects rainwater 
beside her wooden leg, 

and like a hen, 

she straddles boxes of old books 
with tiny winter worms 


burrowing cities beneath words and pages. 


‘These were the only books I have ever feared. 


The Hotel 


‘The grey walls are blank, 
bored like mountain monkeys 


and old ink invades the atmosphere; 


before 

brown people and their 
choreographed still-life portraits 
faded in the sun. 

Now, they are painted over, 
except for their tongue, 

live in its juices, 

and dips the ink into memory 
and with strong strokes repaints 


what had once been there. 


It is a fragmented history, 


but ours nonetheless. 
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Airborne 


Before takeoff, 

she seduces death in her seat. 

Her long eyelashes kiss her skin 
and tuck her eyes to bed. 

These thin sheets cocoon her life. 
Then, 

the plane uproots her from the soil, 


leaving her navel string behind. 


In the air, 

in the pause between islands, 
she has already left her body, 
just in case 

it bursts into its own fragments, 
violet disruptions 

that color the Caribbean sea 

a royal purple. 


Above the ground, 


in her mind 

are the tales of flying women 

that had tumbled from her grandmother’s 
tongue. | 
She has already given up the ghost, 
just in case 

she is mistaken for an ebony bird, 


featherless and outstretched, 


plunging from the stinking | 


anus of a slave ship. 


On descent, 
before the plane reconnects to land, 
her spirit follows, 


catching her body in the fall. 
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Birthplace 


In my birth place, I 
recall bees, honey and folks 


asking me where I’m from. 


III 


Hills 


The Last Guava Tree 


In my memory, the last guava tree 
was reaching over the fence towards the church 
door 


as if always wanting to come in but never did. 


Instead, every Sunday after the service, 

boys with shirttails flapping out of freshly- 
pressed pants 

swung their weights unevenly along arthritic 


branches. 


They tossed fruit to us girls to feed us. 
They tossed fruit at us girls to hit us. 
We screamed in delight, ignoring 
weekly massacres of mangled guavas 
on the concrete at our feet. 


Some were trampled 


beneath our white, buckled shoes. 


For many years, after the church relocated, 
canned jellied guavas, crammed into metallic 
ships, 

haunted me 

until one day while touring a hillside garden, 
I was handed a whole golden guava. 

A gift. A rarity. 

I hesitated. 

He pointed out the young guava tree. 
Relieved, I slowly 

ate 


the fruit. 


Surrender 


One day in July, a yellow butterfly chose my 
bedroom to die in. 

It circled the light bulb and then landed on the 
pot holder I hadn't returned to the kitchen. 
Alone it stood on my dresser; 

Its wings still and clasped together. 

After three days I called my girlfriend to end our 
debate, 

To let her know that butterflies lived longer than 
a day. 


We had driven though a low cloud of butterflies. 
Paper-thin wings flecked the azure of sky. 

Near the slope of the hill, we drove over tire- 
streaked spots of sunshine 

And slapped them left and right with the 
windshield wipers, 


A noiseless, bloodless fight. 
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I later found my butterfly on its side. 

Its powdery lemon wings 

Flat on the purple cloth I had bought in 
Trinidad. 


It’s still there. 
It’s so beautiful, even in its stillness. 


I’m not ready for its burial. 


Purple 


makes my skin itch and breakout into sand, 


sand at someone else’s feet, sand washed away. | 


Purple sand castles with mannequin royalty. 


Keep feeling the breeze, hot and smoky. 


Purple bruises, bruising eyelids of a fish 
boiled, fried whole 
claws in its body 


claws for foreign mouths and closing throats. 


Purple clouds, 


a rebellious sunset 


stealing color from the ocean 
stingy with tears 
that refuse to touch the sand dunes, 


dust from an urn, speckling the landscape. 
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Sugarcane 


I ate Guadeloupe, 

crushed the scratchy sticks with my teeth, 
sprayed my taste buds with pale liquid sugar. 
I ate Guadeloupe, 

burst its blood on my tongue 

and spat out the kinky white strands. 


Snow 


Lots of it. 

White balls with black seeds 

that grew from the earth. 

Beneath the sweltering heat of our sun, 
muddy fingers pick these snowballs 
and toss them into baskets 

and potato sacks 

where 


they never melt. 
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Hills 


Your shoulders are golden hills, 
camel humps 

known to carry loads 

like 

cement bags, (dead) goats and 


my stubbornness. 
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The Wait 


Thinking about the time I'd breathe you in 
When you'd fill me up to the brim 

And the cascade that midnight brings 
Each time the clouds sail by 

Spilling a bag of diamonds in the sky 


An unfound stream in its purest form 
Nothing man-made, man handled or 
manipulated 

A garden enclosed 

Filled with hibiscus, honey and best of all 


Mangoes nowhere near it to explore 
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Earthquake 


Maybe, 

she is fluent in the language of earth tremors, 
one she had yet to teach her daughter. 

We were sitting in Burger King, talking in a 
booth 

When the earth moved. 

She was calm 

but her daughter pushed past me 

and I was confused. 

I thought it was a dump truck, 

bucking into an unexpected pothole. 

I frantically searched the traffic for it, 

both times. 

The second time, 

My legs locked in the rhythm. 

How could I 

forget 

so quickly? 


Nevis, 

I was in my aunt’s arms 

at 

two years old 

when the rollicking 

shoved her to the frame of a door. 
In the arthritic stillness, 

she stooped to set me on my feet 
but I 

stubbornly refused to join 

the dance of the earth 

long after 


it was done. 


Trinidad, 

I was seated with my back to the door, 
staring at the dispersed audience in a U.W.I. 
lecture hall, 

semi underground, 

when the convulsion started. 

The room was mad with swivelling necks, 


looking for a unified decision: 
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run 
don’t run 

to the bottleneck exit. 

Two students broke away from the pack. 
When should we drop pride and scat? 
After, in the prickly silence, 

we confidently pretended 

that it did not even happen. 


But she had known what it was. 

She is fluent in the language of earth tremors, 
one she has yet to teach her daughter. 

And, in the aftermath, 

I was a little girl again 

in the upstairs apartment 

on Defiance Road. 

I was with my only black Barbie, 

watching the perfume bottles rattle and fall 


and we clung to one another. 


She is fluent in the language of earth tremors, 
and I 


T am fluent too. 


Pieces 


I spoke to my big brother the day after 


Christmas. 

He lives in my cell phone. 

My big brother has replaced my grandfather, 
who has always been pieces of a human being: 
an English accent traveling through a machine; 
a suited body near the Dover Cliffs, 

pressed beneath cellophane, 

a memory, many, in my mother’s head. 

Those were the places I'd find him, 

between birthday cards, his shaky, child-like 
writing. 

He was always there that way. 


So, when he no longer punctuated time with his 


breath, 


39 


his voice no longer made it through the wires, 
stuck, 

maybe, 

in that dark core of the landline telephone, 
lonely. 

I checked the album. 

His body was still there, flattened and preserved. 
As for my mother’s memories, 

they've condensed 

and his life song leaked from her heart 

to the pillows on her bed. 


The Step 


He jolts, 

hops, 

wobbles off balance. 

His arms scattered, 

winged biceps of fat 

stretched out from a tottering body, 
tumbling forward and earthbound, 
teetering on that fine edge 

of becoming a coffin with him 


alive inside. 
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Ground Zero 


Young and promising, 
the police officer who 
shared my Middle Region childhood 
is coming back home, 


the bullet still in his head. 


‘The day after he was gunned down 

I studied the scene, a photo in the newspaper 
before venturing out. 

He had been called, 911. 

He collapsed on Frontstreet, 


high day. A robbery was taking place. 


At ground zero, 
a small shrine of sand 


covered the bloodied bricks. 


Frontstreet was a waiting room 


of worried eyes and jittery hands. 


Elbows touched. 
Jaws held. 
Cheeks stroked. 
Heads bowed. 


Customers and merchants 


were a sorry shade of sky. 
There was no breeze in Philipsburg; 
The Great Bay was holding its breath, 


The way my roommate from Queens held hers 
when 

911 happened on the small screen 

of her colored dorm television. 

We were 

one hour away from the buildings’ collapse, 
but it took me fifteen years to get to Ground 
Zero 

and it took the officer’s death for me to feel 


her shared hope and terror. 
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Untitled II 


Huddled with my brothers 
sharing a short joint 

under a tree 

in the dark 

inhaling death 


Another Headstone 


i saw me 


in the faces etched on the skin 


of a silk cotton tree, 


the one on I|.b. scott road 


loic bryan drew the exact pose 
on a thin slice of another tree 
and trapped it in a frame 


of glass and metal 


in his drawing 

the ground is coughing, gagging, sneezing up 
into the bark 

stories from beneath, from within, from before 
before me, before my grandmother’s birth 
before the wuk-up of the ponum dance 

and the celebration in roland richardson’s 


bleeding flamboyant tree art 
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and i took note 

slowing my car as i approached 

this merry-go-round of brackish images 

with no space or seat for me to observe and read 
its 

wrinkled scroll three hundred years old 


i had driven past so many times before 


there are scars and it creaks 
there are jumbies or good folk beneath 
the fused faces, and pothole cheeks and dripping 


sap 
sweat falls into my eyes 


at the exhibition i stood still 
a reflection of me was on the glass 
and i paid my respect to the unknown faces 


he had drawn into the silk cotton tree’s bark. 


The First Chapter (Part I) 


Bathed in saliva, 
His spirit vomited into the world onto hay, 


pissy and cold. 


Outside 

chatter, 

chatter, 

clinging glass and the 
screams of swinging bodies 
and stringed music. 


Laden donkeys parked on dimmed streets. 


Hems pulled pebbles where they would rather 


not be. 


By trembling candlelight, 
His face was wiped. 
Stiff canvas mummified this little child. 
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He was placed in a wooden grave, 
open coffin, 

the manger. 

The star shined. 

Wet lashes untwined. 

Then he opened his eyes. 


Echo 


‘There is a new born baby bundled in a blue 
blanket, 


warm and wet. 


His eyes are tiny, black bulbs, 
his hands, 
fists. 


He is a pebble, flung far and forcibly, 

flying through the air 

until 

his head cracks the concrete in Middle Region 


or was it a street in Kigali? 


The blanket hugs the salvo of soft bone 

and scrambled matter as the sigh of sopping 
blood, 

warm for a while longer, 


leaks on the tar-top bed where he sleeps. 
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My voice is blue and bruised 

from hitting the stones in your ears, 
but I will try again. 

I will try again like Malcolm, 
Martin, Mandela, Marley, Malala. 

I will try again and again 


and again. 


Prey 


Tar tar black men with kiwi eyes 
Rainbow red men with neon eyes 
Hot sun white men with emerald eyes 
Huntsmen, 


Leaving beautiful birds like colorless devils 


51 


Peacocks in Tamarind Tree 


The exquisite depth of the ocean is 
draped around their necks and shoulders, 
this glinting, iridescent teal. 

‘There are two peacocks 

in the tamarind tree, 

a few steps away from each other 


on the same branch. 


I didn’t think they could fly, 
especially he, 
and his bulky, sequinned tail. 


‘The first time 

my vision scooped them up, 

I bounded up the hill towards them, 
camera posed, 

feet shuffling 

trying to corner beauty 

that scattered. 


They stayed in the tamarind tree 
until I retreated. 

‘Then, they swooped down 

from the aged limb 


of the grand tamarind tree. 
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Salt 


that’s what his neck tastes like. 
Hard work 
washed up 


on the banks of his overripe mango skin. 


On Purpose 


Rolling over pain into purpose 
is nothing 


short of powerful. 


Somebody needs your battle scars. 
Somebody needs your lessons 


on resilience. 


Somebody needs to hear 
about your walk through the valley 
of the shadow ... 


And when they do, 


your story becomes 


breath. 
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Kings 


I will tell you what he told me 


In my own words. 


He said that 


Three tomato-crowned cocks 

Strutted across the road 

Near the ital shack restaurant. 

‘They paused beside the bus stop on Bush Road 
And then disappeared into the thick mangrove 
fence of the fresh water pond 

Like mythical kings from another world. 
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Some Mornings 


Between the cock’s crows 

and the sun’s leisurely climb 

up the backs of black hills, 
fingers twist lemongrass swords | 


into love knots and baptise them. 


Between half-dried nyampee 

that sticks our dreams to the corner of our eyes 
and the pillows that collect rivulets 

of yesterday’s words, 

the citrus aroma santers about 

looking for our bedrooms, beds, our noses, 


and us. 
Some mornings, Nido, Ovaltine 


and mugsful of morning dew 


pitch their screaming steam into the air 
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and by the time, we get there, at the table, 
they are tired, hoarse, and relieved 


we've returned to our bodies from sleep. 


Between warm baths from sturdy paint buckets 
and towels of morning prayers, 

we sit legs in a love knot like 

the folded lemongrass in the company 

of chunky ginger pieces 


our father adds to the bush tea some mornings. 


Vv 


Heirloom 


Easter 


Like a big-boned ballerina, 

the earth twirled 

from its shadows, 

without tumbling 

over its majestic mountains. 
Its writhing skin rustled by waves 
and waving palm branches. 
Pockets of sea neighbourhoods 
in darkness 

turned mid-air, 

And then 

the Son rose, 

lifting the grave of night, 
spraying a perfume of orange 


on the pulse of the sky. 
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My Mother’s Garden 


It had a diabetic mango tree. 

It had spinach and passion fruit vines quarrelling 
on the fence. 

It had six-foot sugar cane stalks. 

It had hairy okras and papayas made of sun- 
orange gold. 

It had boldfaced lizards and pinching 
mosquitoes. 

It had plenty of peas to shell. 

It had heliconias and worry verve vine. 

It had a tortoise that ran away for days and we'd 
return it to the neighbour's place. 

It had sugar apples, a lime tree, and sour sop. 
Hands growing from the banana trees, one by 
one. 

It had melon, corn, and white flies at some point. 
White, pink, yellow, and other hibiscus flowers 
adorned the place. 


Those picked up and moved out after hurricane 
Luis. 

It had crotons and a turn-white-during- 
Christmas tree. 

It had a soaking wet living room set Luis flung 
down in it. 

A tub my mother kept and expanded the garden 
in it. 

The palm tree was beheaded after losing its mate. 
It had my mother every afternoon, 

negotiating with God 

as she watered, harvested, and ‘turn up’ 


this little plot of ground. 
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Saltpicker’s Fingers 


My aunt said I have the fingers of a pianist, 
Long and slender 

With extra skin 

Wrinkled at the joints. 

I have my mother’s fingers, 

Fine chalk dust 

Beneath our fingernails 

Instead of sand and salt. 

Yet, 

She must be somewhere in our blood 
Because 

Today 

When my mother was picking 
Bones 


From her roti at work 


I was picking 

Weevils 

From the macaroni at home. 
Ashes to ashes 

Salt grains to fine chalk dust, 


My aunt said I have the fingers of a pianist. 


What my aunt said was wrong. 
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Untitled 


‘The devil poked at my left eye— 
A window to my soul— 
He probably thought it funny— 


The pain burst out of control 


A sin of eruptions followed 
Quaking within my mind 

And then—he tried to enter— 
And then—used his pinky again 


I dowsed my eye with some liquor 
I swallowed— 

Puncture—the socket—my left eye 
I stopped—then screamed. 


Old Soul 


There is an old woman 
? 
pressing down on the brain 


of that six-year-old. 


Her tongue controlled by the reins 

jerks and pulls, 

begging and minding that grown woman's 
business, 


disrespectful: 
“Where is your daughter?” 
What is she doing? I wondered. 


Behind her, someone is gossiping. 
When she wheeled around on her heel 
and left, 

no one took the old woman 


off her. 


67 


68 


The First Chapter (Part II), The Fall 


Dressed in apple red, 

the innocent young girl 

with the thick snake on her shoulders, 
watched the traffic creep by outside the zoo. 


Barbie 


She, a botox-heeled mannequin, 

lacks the fluid balance of 

a walking woman. 

Pointed 

her toes are crushed into swollen, smooth growth. 
Bones splinted into desire, 

Thumb-tacked south, 

No flight like bold Lohkay runaways. 
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Girls of the Night (1770 - 1799) 


I 
I wrapped my sweaty thighs around another Lover, 
gasping, moaning, swooning with uttermost 
Pleasure. I work meticulously to fulfill his only 
Fantasy, feeling the bleeding sun caress my feet.Oh 
now, sweet Night, come take your reign, embrace 
again my swollen Dream. Send your French 


warriors to protect me from needless Sorrow. 


I 
Sorrow? No. No talking about needless, diseased 
Sorrow. We talked for hours about sweet sweet 
nothings; my Lover, a faceless man with one sole 
Pleasure, twirled brown curls as I stared at the 
yellow moon and Dream. Welcomed. Thank you, 
love. Stay awhile, fleeting Night. My body screams 
for his touch, burning for fulfilled Fantasy, 


Ill 
Needing, wanting for him to love not my body, his 
only Fantasy. Still, he is one of many, who leave 
inviting needless diseased Sorrow. I fear to add 
up the years, the months and the days to this one 
Night. The moon hangs low, the dusk wakes up. The 
wind is my Lover. It carouses, flirting with my red 
dress, absorbed in sickly Pleasure. I’m alone with 


the flirting cold, no hope. It is useless to Dream. 


IV 
Bundled in cold passion, dry sweat in the sun, I 
have no Dream. I caught a glimpse of my painted 
smeared face, a Fantasy. My father, his brothers 
encouraged this sort of Pleasure. Bright cracked 
red lips pouted weakly filled me with Sorrow. 
Walking snow-crusted streets looking for 
another Lover. Disgrace follows me in the 


light, my only joy and cover is the Night. 
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V 
Add all the wasted years to this vacant Night. Hope 
risen by night rots by dusk to a bashed Dream. 
I bend my ashy, wrinkled thighs around another 
Lover. Abused body, decrepit goods, yesterday’s 
faded Fantasy. Depleted dreamsin the wrong hands 
equals a life of Sorrow. Slammed liked clashing 


wheels on tracks, more pain instead of Pleasure. 


VI 
The toothless grin of my grandson's face is sheer 
Pleasure. He sucks his thumb as he sleeps in 
innocence each Night. While his mother, only 
fifteen, brings me painful Sorrow. Chasing 
men, paper money and a hopeless Dream. 
To continue a meaningless legacy, our empty 


Fantasy. She must learn to be her own Lover. 


Sweetheart, the days rise and still become Night. 
Moonlight fades with shadows of my old 
dream, your new Fantasy. At the sweet V of my 


yesterdays, you fetch me a different Pleasure. 


The Stroll 


The sun sinks below the brim, 
stuffing the crevices between 
the stones with shadows, 
painting them tones 


of deep greys and then black. 


All that’s left is the interlocking 

of his fingers with mine. 

Our eyes blind in the dark. 

Our two memories vivid 

with the brightness of the afternoon sun. 
Our feet full of faith that we 

are picking steady stones to walk on 

and when they were not, 

we catch and steady each other’s imbalance, 
moving as one ahead 

in the two memories 


bright with the afternoon sun. 
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The Bride 


He is a blur 

Through soft mosquito netting 

Braided into my crown and constantly kissing 
my lipstick 

His image plants purple roses in my belly 
My footsteps echo his heartbeat 

He sees me 

I reach his side and fall into his eyes 
When he lifts 

My cascade of waterfall white 

‘The drum in my chest speaks 

Repeats and cheats 

Stopping for a moment to breathe 

He is my breath 

After breathlessness 


He is no longer an image in my head. 


Our Love 
(for Leandra and Edmond Honore) 


Our love is lavender, regal, and true. 

Our love began the moment I found you. 

I have seen you always on the insides of my heart 
and it beats a gentle rhythm of our story about to 


start. 


Our love is lined with silver, pure and dross-free. 
What we cannot do for ourselves 

God will do for you and me 

as we clasp His sweet, sweet breath 

between our hugging palms, 

fingers intertwined, 

room of only love 

Unbroken 

Relentless 


far as the eyes can see. 
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Our horizons are unending. 
I’m excited 


You're coming with me. 


Our love breaths, laughs, and cries. 
Our love died once 


resurrected and is alive. 


Our love is lavender. 
Our love is lined with silver. 
Our horizons are unending. 


Our love is 
Is 
His. 


It Is Written 


In private, 

she pinpricks into her wrist 

pink barbwire, 

hieroglyphics 

in an ancient tongue 

hidden beneath bracelets 

that is worn by somebody’s girl-child 


becoming woman. 


In my classroom, 

once or twice a year 

I fear for her(s) 

drawing horizons, 

harvesting blood, 

dark droplets of breath released 
and soon, she’ll repeat this 
exhaling from the wrist. 

Like dew, she eventually leaves. 
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Again, somebody’s girl-child 
becoming woman 

sits in my classroom, 
writing about her future 

and becoming, maybe, 

a woman or 

drawing the thick steam 

for the pink branches 


she has drawn on her wrist. 


Flush 


During the water shortage on the U.W.I campus 
in Trinidad 

my flat mates, a Trinidadian and a Grenadian, 
asked me 


how I flushed the toilet, 


how I made the water churn 

and whirl, 

how I made the water whisk around its porcelain 
jaw 

and gargled 

when the pipes were dry and thirsty. 


I told them it was easy. 

Just pour a bucket full of tropical storms 
or hurricanes into the toilet, 

and before you know it, 


everything is gone. 
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Heirloom 


I know little 
About two generations before 


She limps 

She sells 

She bore 

Three children fewer than the norm 


She gone 


And I have little 


but an image of her old, on paper 


I know little 
of her sucking salt 


She slouches 
She thinks 


She is born again 


I am she 

Ashes of her memory in me 
I gather them 

In an urn 


For my children. 
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Mrs. Joe 


Coal-pot cooking 

in her outdoor kitchen. 

Her locs, 

warmed in the oven of her head tie, 


protected and wrapped up. 


Great Auntie’s Hair 


She must have played with the devil. 
That’s what they said. 

This straight-backed woman, 

aged, 

sitting between my mother’s legs 

as she combed her fingers 

and coconut oil through 


black, undyed hair. 
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The Art of Washing and Braiding Hair 


It’s been two weeks. 

Thin black limbs stretched towards the silver sky 
like begging fingers. 

Two days later, the silver sky cried. 

Raindrops pelted down into the wild spray of 
dense, dark forest, 

Massaging forest floors...spiralling down 


canopies...wiping out unfamiliarity. 


Each liquid crystal held coarse limbs in a slippery 
embrace. 

Few avoided the sweet splatter on the porcelain 
below. 

‘The tears of the silver sky slid down the drain to 
their destiny. 

‘The starved earth drank greedily...showered 


repetitively...burst anew with teeming life. 


Mystical stream thickened the air... .jasmines 
bloomed. 

A thick layer of cotton blanketed the forest in a 
starless night. 

Absorbing droplets...cuddling moisture... 
painting temporary darkness. 


Lend me a hand to divide this crop of finely 
shredded black silk. 

It remains stubborn, wet and immovable as 
slender fingers pass through gently raking. 

It is time for harvest. 

It is time to gather the exotic threads...to coil 
them into dramatic lengths of expensive rope. 
Rope twisted parallel to its sisters. 

Each divided by a thin river of soft earth...brown 
scalp. 
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Skin 


My skin is the earth 
and I have dressed it with sky. 
I am part wind. 


I am part tree root. 


Tangle 


The wind chime on her porch 

is made of tangled strings and wooden painted 
butterflies. 

Before I left, 

I unravelled the wind-sewn braid 

and was told that 

so many had done the same thing. 

And I knew why. 

It upsets the spirit to see 

creatures so fragile 


in a tangle. 


87 


VI 


Faces 


Face 1 


Cloud-soft textured hair. 

Razor-sharp jawline and pillow lips. 

A green lattice stare, which lightly cuts deep into 
the soul. | 
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Face 2 


Eyes 

Looking nowhere in particular. 

No focus. 

No weight. 

Baby face, untouched by the pain of today, 
strands spiralling overhead like a dark halo. 
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Face 3 


Paper crowns are priceless, painless, pure. 
Heady-light but we don’t walk around with tress 
on our heads. . 

Mascara-ed roots sprout from her eyes. 

The half sun glints above her spaced daydream, 
reflection of the page, off the picture. 

Is she seeing something that keeps her frozen 


brown, beautiful and leaf-less like a tree? 
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Face 4 


Seeing double. 

Faces, Question on the left 
Daring on the right 

A flood of curls in the sky 

No mirror images 

No conjoined shoulders 

No color until you ask us to smile. 
Boyish, 

Spray of freckles 

Defiance in the lips 

Defiance in the mad meeting of the brows. 
You can stop my words 


But the message is in the stare. 


Face 5 


Polished, low braided buns cover the ears 

like headphones. 

Here lies the path down the middle of my head 
that leads to my kingdom. | 

‘The onyx stones inlaid in my eyes. 

The darkness is above; 

The ruffled innocence grasps the neck. 


Electric are the hairs on the nape. 
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Face 6 


Placid is the bull inside my head. 

It is difficult to tame with metal rings and gray 
plaid, 

but he leaks out in the oversized jacket, 

my untweezed brows. 

I'm trying to keep him in, 

pressed into my cheeks, 

the forced dimple, 

the lifted chin. 


One long fingernail, his horn. Silver. 


Face 7 


Gold. 

Pierce-thin airway. 

Ear lobes. 

Pupils. 

Look long enough. 

The decimeter pull of the cheek. 
Almost missed. 

A swift plunge of the nose, 

a chariot pulled by thick, 
harried brows above the art deco 


of fuchsia twin smirks. 
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Face 8 


The breath between not knowing and the 
discovery 

stilled. 

Light can paint the luminescence of youth, 
Shoulders hunched forward with crevices of dark 
pockets. 

No fabric. 

No layers. 

Just skin. 

An oil-ruined left eye. 

Twin black stars moving away from each other. 


The dark does not swallow me. 


Face 9 


A brown moon with slicked back hair. 

‘The stray star on her nose. 

Not happy. . 

A question in the lifted brow, a crack between 
the lips and cheek. 

There are things I know. 

‘Things I dare not say. 

Omega neckline, 

‘The end of things to come. 

Gray matter. 


Indecision. 
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Face 10 


In daylight, I am draped in night, 

unphased. 

Flames spray from my earlobes like lightning. 
I am so still, so in control. 

Air has just a crack to vacuum itself into my 
mouth, 

a cracked diamond to descend the hallow 


staircase of my throat. 
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Face 11 


‘The golden tilted angle. 

The solo ear. 

A thin hoop to jump through. 

The downward glance and cocked-up chin. 


Shimmering nudes. Deceit. 


A hooded glare. 
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Face 12 


To me, my head is both heavy and lifted 

despite the waves that crash the shorelines, 
hairlines. 

Our clouds hang low. 

We are watching from the same young mind. 
Crumbs of gold, diamond, a petalled flower sinks 
deep into lobes. 

We are watching. 

We are alert. 

Our necks are bare. 


Our shirts blank like our low-hanging clouds. 


Face 13 


Storm. 

Foam. 

Paint. 

Amerindian. 

Mexicano. 

Fire-red. 

Blood-red. 

Tiny mirrors for gold. 

I see you and history will paint the white out, 
The white blotches above your eyes 
Its true color. 

Blood. 

Gold. 
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VI 


IG Snapshots 


1 of 9 


A map. 
A fatal Route. 
We point to the place. 


Two planes X the spot. 
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2 of 9 


A NY volcano? 

An explosion. 

The skyline is on fire. 

Some people fly without their wings 
from two imploding mountains. 


The search and pain begins. 
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3 of 9 


A staircase 

filled with the jostling bodies of people 
going down, 

blind. 

Smoke stinging watery eyes, 

minds wild. 

A misstep in a stampede 

is it worse than the noose 

of thick toxic fumes? 


109 


110 


4 of 9 


A torrent of angry 

fire trucks with martyrs 

onboard 

gathered at the base of 

these two NY volcanoes 

to get the fire out 

to get the people out 

to get the bodies out 

from beneath 

the rubble and shards of concrete graves 
this black day was sprinkled with 
specks of fireflies who 


out the fire of their lives 


trying. 


5 of 9 


There, 

they live in the walls 
rebuilt in pain 

in memory they 

stand linked to the hose, 


an umbilical cord detached from the living. 
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6 of 9 


Entombed 

temporarily within your 

sad walls, 

I lapped up the stories, 

the fragments that survived 

the fall. 

The people, who singed by this molten tragedy, 
lived, work and died 

in the twin spaces beneath my feet. 

I move, 

a ripple in the river of pilgrims, 

Grave, 

that it took over a decade for me 

to walk the underground rooms 

of this NY pyramid 

when it would have probably taken me 
a twenty-minute subway ride 

to witness this electric grief and 


the brokenness of moving buildings. 
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7 of 9 


Are you an 
Exoskeleton that 
protects, 

A cross that 
saves 


the cursed 


Or are you just a disjointed limb 
with a rusted blush 
built to outlast all of this? 


Is that shame in your skin 


Or embarrassment 
that before the fall 
you held a building up 


and after, you're just another 


prop? 
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8 of 9 


In its place, 

pure pain 

and pure courage 
coexist 

like the shy light and 
flirting shadows that 


sneak up against it. 


In this place, 

sharp prickle-tips 

crown this memory 

like what remains 

when the feathers of a bird 
have been completely 


plucked away. 
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9 of 9 


A soul-churning collapse 
sucked our gaze to the center of a gaping wound 
with new pages 

peopled with stories, stories of an unscratched 
motorbike 

and a pair of animal-print reading glasses, 
scattered endings 


whip-lashing into the years to come. 
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Literature 


i Haunting poems vibrate and explode in the eye and heart. 
i; Ward ornaments her observations with language that 

i) circles like light in a prism and breathes from within her 
luminous dark. Tangle is a living organism. 


} th — Sean Taegar, author, Belize 
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